Mucin histochemistry of the anal canal epithelium. Studies of normal anal mucosa and mucosa adjacent to carcinoma.
The epithelial lining of the anal canal is of colo-rectal type in the upper part and squamous in the lower part, while the middle zone is called the anal transitional zone (ATZ). This zone is characterized by an epithelium which bears a resemblance to that of the anal glands and shows little mucus secretion. The histochemical properties of the mucins in the epithelium of 39 anal canals, resected for ano-rectal adenocarcinoma, basaloid carcinoma, squamous carcinoma and malignant melanoma were investigated. The study reveals that (1) the mucin composition of the ATZ epithelium corresponds to that of the anal glands, being characterized by a mixture of sulpho- and sialomucins with scarcity or absence of O-acylated sialic acids; and (2) cases with carcinomas located near the dentate line show changes in the mucin composition of the adjoining anal canal epithelium, regardless of tumour type. In colo-rectal type mucosa, these mucins consist of increasing amounts of sialomucins with a predominance of N-acyl derivatives, and in the anal glands of increasing amounts of sulphomucins and O-acyl derivatives of sialomucins. No changes could be detected in the ATZ epithelium. It is concluded that rectal and anal glands in the anal canal are exposed to stimuli which alter the normal process of glycoprotein synthesis and secretion. The changes seem to be secondary to tumour growth and independent of the histological type of tumour.